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PREVENTING AND
TREATING LYME DISEASE
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A strong immune system supported by specific herbs is the 
key to both prevention and treatment of Lyme disease.
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Lyme disease was first named in 1975 
in Lyme, Connecticut when a signifi-
cant number of children were found to 

have a unique form of juvenile arthritis; 
over 100 times the average. Researchers 
reported this as a bacterial infection when 
penicillin seemed to lessen the symptoms. 
Dr Alan Steere and colleagues clinically 
described Lyme as an infectious illness 
in 1977. It’s currently the leading vec-
tor-borne disease in the United States.

Information is ever-changing. What we 
thought we knew ten years ago has been 
updated with new data.

Lyme disease is caused by a type of 
bacterium known as a spirochete. Spiro-
chetes have been around for billions of 
years – longer than humans – and are very 
smart. The word spirochete literally means 

“coiled hair” and a spirochete resembles a 
corkscrew-shaped worm which is exactly 
what their action is to enter living tissues. 
This allows them to colonize in collagen 
around the joints, the eyes and the brain, 
for example. They’re particular about what 
they eat as they are collagen feeders. 

In Europe and Asia, there are three species 
of spirochetes that are known to cause 
Lyme disease in humans. Until recently in 
the US we’ve known of only one species 
that affects us and our pets, the genus Bor-
relia burgdorferi. In the past year the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) and Mayo Clinic have discovered 
a new bacterium, Borrelia mayonii, found 
only in humans in the upper midwest 
thus far. The symptoms presented were 
different than those of B. burgdorferi and 
included nausea, vomiting and a higher 
concentration of bacteria in the blood.

These organisms cause a different Lyme-type 
infection, which explains why there are vary-
ing symptoms of the disease from dog to dog, 
horse to horse or humans, such as relapsing 
fever, joint degeneration and central nervous 
system disruptions.

HOW PETS GET LYME DISEASE
The popular myth is that Lyme can 
only be transmitted by deer ticks, but 
there are many species of ticks and each 
prefers different hosts such as mice, rats, 
chipmunks and others. 

The spirochetes are passed primarily 
through ticks but what is unclear is how 
many other vectors can be possible candi-
dates for transmission. Lyme spirochetes 
have been found in biting flies, mites, mos-
quitoes and fleas. Transmission to humans 
through biting flies has been documented 
in Connecticut, while transmission through 
mites has been documented in Germany. 
Direct transmission through mosquitoes 
has not yet been documented but there is 
reason to believe that it does occur. Lyme 
spirochetes are not only passed through 
tick bites; once they infect people they can 
be found in breast milk, tears, semen and 
urine. As far as I know, animal testing for 
this has not been done, but if we think 
about the similarity in most body functions 
of humans and dogs – even horses to some 
degree – why wouldn’t we believe this to 
pass the same way?

Many allopathic veterinarians report that 
most dogs who are positive for Lyme are 
younger dogs, under 18 months of age. 
This makes sense as the immune system of 
most young pups is not fully established 
or protected. For this reason, I stress the 
importance of balancing the immune 
system of your new pup with the help 
of adaptogenic and immune-modulating 
herbs along with pre- and probiotics.

SYMPTOMS OF LYME IN DOGS
Arthritis-like symptoms (like joint pain, 
stiffness, reduced mobility) are the most 
common signs of Lyme disease, but you 
may also see behavioral changes, such 
as irritability, fatigue, lackluster, not 
interested in work or play, hyperactivity 
or easily frightened.

Any symptom may be worse on or near a 
full moon when parasites are most active 
and can trigger an immune response. This 
can be a good time to increase the dose of 

your herbal protocol for ridding the body 
of spirochetes (but you may want to check 
with your vet or herbalist first).

PREVENTION IS BEST
I can’t stress enough how important it is 
to support your dog’s immune system as 
the number one preventative measure 
against any tick-borne disease. A healthy, 
balanced immune system will lessen the 
chance of invasion or damage by spiro-
chetes. If the immune system is compro-
mised or out of balance, the spirochetes 
will prevail, causing damage throughout 
the collagen in your dog’s body.

HERBS FOR PREVENTION AND 
TREATMENT OF LYME DISEASE
Astragalus: Immune Potentiator
And Modulator

When a tick bites, the levels of interleu-
kin 2 (IL-2, an immune boosting protein 
made by white blood cells and other cells 
in the body) are reduced by components 
in the tick saliva. Astragalus is the number 
one herb indicated to reduce the likeli-
hood of infection, perhaps even the most 
important herb to use in the prevention 
or treatment of Lyme as it is specific for 
immune atrophy and increases interleukin 
2 levels. It also enhances function in the 
spleen and thymus, as well as CD4 white 
blood cell counts. 

Keeping these levels high can significantly 
reduce the likelihood of infection. Studies 
have found that during Lyme infection the 
higher the CD4 levels, the better the resis-
tance the animal will have to the infection 
as well as a better response to treatment 
if they’re already infected. Lower CD4 
counts correlate to increased spirochete 
load. So, you can see that increased CD4 
levels are essential for immune response. 

Cat’s Claw: Immune Potentiator, Stimu-
lant-Blood Cleanser

Specific for Lyme arthritis and muscle 
pain and to protect and strengthen the 
central nervous system, which can be 

Joyce Belcher is an herbalist and formulator of pet supplements and 
herbal medicinals for veterinarians. She is the founder of Herbs for 
Life Inc. She and her husband live in York, Maine, with two dogs and 
two cats. They are all rescues. Visit Joyce at petwellnessblends.com
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under attack by collagen feeding spi-
rochetes. It specifically increases CD57 
white blood cells, a very important part 
of the immune system, especially where 
infection is high in very young or older 
dogs. 

It has more specific strengthening 
actions for the immune system especially 
where inflammatory responses are creat-
ing stress and discomfort for the dog. 

Cat’s claw helps keep the bacteria from 
building up in the blood, which can cause 
damage by blocking the filters of the 
kidneys. 

Cat’s claw specifically cleanses the kidney. 
This is one of the best herbs for the 
prevention of tick-borne disease that we 
know of today.

Andrographis: Anti-Spirochetal, 
Anti-Malarial, Abortifacient 

The reason anti-malarial properties are 
highly important with Lyme is that 
malaria is transmitted by a mosquito 
using a very similar method as the tick 
uses to transmit Lyme. 

The anti-inflammatory properties are 
specific to healing damage to the central 
nervous system, enhances immune func-
tion, protects heart muscle, protects and 
enhances liver function helping to clear 
infection from the body. 

This is an extreme bitter so should be used 
in synergy with other herbs in smaller 
doses to prevent GI distress.  Androgra-
phis crosses the blood-brain barrier (a 
bio-protective structure that protects the 
central nervous system, brain and spinal 
cord from being compromised). 

This is important because spirochetes 
cannot hide out in the cells of the synovial 
lining as they do when certain drugs are 

present;   instead they die off. It is of the 
best herbs to use when Lyme is present 
and is active against Leptospira spiro-
chetes (leptospirosis) and many other 
vector-borne diseases.

Stephania Root: Anti-Parasitic, Anti-
Edema, Antibacterial

A key herb where late stage Lyme is pres-
ent, with Bell’s Palsy symptoms, edemas 
in joints, conjunctivitis or infections of 
the central nervous system. 

The alkaloids cross the blood-brain 
barrier, making this herb quite powerful 
in reducing inflammatory conditions 
in the brain. This is an important herb 
to know in case of neurological issues, 
especially relating to Lyme.

Japanese Knotweed: Anti-Spirochetal, 
Antibacterial, Protectant

This herb enhances immune function 
and is active against leptospira and many 
gram-negative and gram-positive bacte-
ria (gram-negative bacteria have a thin, 
almost impenetrable protective mem-
brane, while gram-positive bacteria have a 
very thick membrane). 

The herb has anti-inflammatory properties 
for bacterial inflammation and protects 
the body from endotoxin damage. It’s 
a good source of vitamin C, especially 
the young (early spring) stalks, cut and 
steamed while tender, within the first two 
to four weeks of growth. 

Japanese knotweed crosses the blood-
brain barrier and protects the brain 
specifically against oxidative, bacterial and 
microbial damage.

Neem Leaf: Anti-Parasitic, Antibacterial, 
Immunostimulant 

An active ingredient in neem leaves called 
irodin A is toxic to resistant strains of malaria.

IMMUNE SUPPORT IS KEY
Anti-spirochetal herbs will change how 

the immune system responds to a tick 
bite. They can be given once or twice 
daily depending on the risk of contact 
with ticks throughout tick season, 
which is ever-changing. 

Using toxins such as spot-on chemicals 
that can directly and negatively affect 
the immune system and compromise the 
liver should be carefully exchanged for a 
healthier alternative that supports and 
strengthens for longevity.

Amalaki: Collagenous Tissue Support

Spirochetes are collagen feeders so vita-
min C is a catalyst for bones, tissues and 
cartilage in order to heal properly. 

Amalaki is my favorite source of vitamin 
C and I prefer to use a powder. Amalaki 
won’t cause digestive distress like other 
sources of vitamin C often do. 

DETOX IS NECESSARY
WITH LYME DISEASE
If your dog is being treated for Lyme 
disease, he will also need blood and 
lymphatic moving herbs to prevent a 
Herxheimer (detox) reaction as the 
spirochets die off. 

This can be uncomfortable or even 
painful for your dog, so if his Lyme 
antibodies are high, it’s important 
to talk to your herbalist or holistic 
veterinarian about the best herbal 
combination for him. 

Every herbalist will recommend some-
thing different, but in my experience 
it will all work. Some of my favorites 
are red root and cleavers for the lym-
phatic system; these will also help the 
blood to some extent. Turmeric is also 
a good blood-moving herb, as well as 
motherwort. Bugleweed is another good 
blood-supporting herb and it’s readily 
available all over the country. 

BRAIN AND CIRCULATION
If your dog has Lyme disease, you also 
need to talk to your herbalist about 
herbs to support your dog’s brain and 
circulation.  Stephania root, discussed 
above, will help, along with other herbs 
that cross the blood-brain barrier, such 
as Japanese knotweed and andrographis.   
Eleuthero root, bacopa, gingko leaf and 
bilberry will also help your dog’s circu-
lation, which is important: if you don’t 
keep things moving the spirochetes will 
eat more, faster! 

LYME INFORMATION SOURCES
I’ve drawn on several sources of informa-
tion over the years in learning about Lyme 
disease, including the School of Veterinary 
Medicine, University of California, Davis, 
and herbalist/alchemist David Winston 
RH(AHG).

If you’d like to learn more about herbal 
prevention and treatment of Lyme, here 
are some books I recommend:

Lyme Disease, The Ecology of a Complex Sys-
tem, Richard S Ostfeld. 

Healing Lyme, Stephen Harrod Buhner. 

Invasive Plant Medicine, Timothy Lee Scott 

CONSIDERATIONS IN USING HERBS I prefer to use alcohol-based tinctures as the constituents from these particular plants can’t be extracted as effec-tively from vegetable glycerin or powder. However, every tincture is made differently so the quality varies widely.  Always try to use tinctures made from organic herbs and alcohol whenever possible (don’t just buy the cheapest bottle of vodka or brandy at the liquor store).  The proportion of herbs to alcohol is another variable, whether you purchase your tinctures or make your own. These variables mean it’s difficult to provide specific ratios and dosage of each herb. 
Also, every dog needs to be treated as an individual. The herbal dose will vary depending on several factors:•How robust (or not!) your dog’s immune system already is•Where you live and his level of exposure to Lyme disease•Whether you want to prevent Lyme disease or your dog has already been bitten or infected (if he’s been infected, it’s important to get an antibody test done to assess the level of disease)

Once I have this information so I can determine the herbs to use for each individual, I usually recommend one drop of tincture per pound of body weight, given once per day for prevention and twice per day for treatment.  At these levels I’ve found herbal Lyme prevention and treatment to be highly effective. 
Please consult your herbalist or holistic veterinarian for the right blend for your dog. 
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